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WHAT IS A TRIAL?

A battle of competing stories



Simple approach to Story
I. What is your story structure?
II. Find the scenes
III. Animate the scenes – add senses and 

emotion
IV. Use the scenes in trial
V. Who is the hero?



I.  Story Structure

(a) What’s the best structure for 
my client’s story?

One large powerful 
story v. vignettes and 
simple scenes?



Story Structure









Steady State   //   Crisis   =>   New Normal

--Prof. Tony Amsterdam    



Traditional Story Structure



Vignettes/Scenes

Inciting 
Moment

Story Structure for Cases



Common Story Archetypes?



Common Story Archetypes
■ Blundering constable
■ Lazy cop
■ Lying cop
■ Misidentification
■ Accident
■ Consent 
■ Entrapment

■ Lying snitches
■ Frame up
■ The dupe
■ Ambitious underlings 

cut out the boss
■ Duress
■ Etc. etc, etc.



Our Brains are WIRED for Story! 

“Story may be the  
closest  

we can get to 
walking in another’s 

shoes.”  
The Story Factor, Annette Simmons, 2006



II.  Find the scenes

-brainstorm the scenes
-storyboard 





“What a mess!”1
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III.  Animate the scenes

1. 5 senses.
2. Dominant emotion.
3. Show it, don’t tell it.





IV.  Using the fully 
developed scenes in trial



Process: 
1. 10 word headline
2. Write out closing, opening, crosses
3. Brainstorm scenes
4. Choose/focus on 3-5 scenes
5. Storyboard -- choose sequence of scenes
6. Engage the 5 senses and emotion
7. Choose point of view
8. Choose tense (present?)
9. Show, don’t tell
10. Work scenes into closing, opening, and crosses



Sequence for Closing
■ Primacy

■ The Hook
■ Story from point of view (first person, present tense?)

■ Law stuff
■ Facts, themes, vignettes, and stories interwoven and 

spliced together with transitions.
■ Recency

■ Story (from another point of view)
■ The ASK (empower jurors to do justice)



Closing
with 
Story

1. Hook -- primacy
2. Story –> which POV?
3. Weave in law stuff  (POI, BOP, BARD, Oath, Verdict….)

■ “not about…”
■ “Is about…/judge will say…”

4. Themes and story (3-5)
■ That accredit our case or
■ Undermine government’s case

5. 3 choices
6. Non-unanimity is okay
7. Beware of the sandbag – not a game, what would we say
8. Gov’t never loses when justice is done
9. Story
10. Stick the Landing -- Recency









V. the hero



Traditional Story Structure



Vignettes/Scenes

Jurors’ Active Role

Inciting 
Moment

Story Structure for Cases
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